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How we should improve schools for pupils’ better achievement 
Alan Wood CBE, FRSA Director of Children’s Services, London Borough of Hackney 
 
Introduction 
 
During the last five years in England, the Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition 
government introduced substantial reforms to the education system, following the 
decentralised model of Finland and Sweden.  
 
Good and outstanding schools and local authorities in England have responded to these 
reforms in ways that have placed greater emphasis on the following: 
 
 Flexibility and diversity, characterized by much greater emphasis on school-based 
curriculum development; 
 Emphasis on broad knowledge, where equal value is placed on all aspects of individual 
growth and learning to develop a pupil’s personality, morality, creativity, knowledge and 
skills, while retaining the basic skills in reading, writing, maths and science as the prime 
targets of educational attainment; 
 Trust through professionalism, where a culture of trust in teachers’ and headteachers’ 
professionalism in judging what is best for students and in reporting progress replaces the 
centralized accountability through inspection. 
 
In Hackney, we are moving towards a curriculum that focuses on the mastery of concepts.  
Where priority is given to encouraging pupil reasoning, in order to promote depth of learning 
and “mastery” of an idea or subject. We are moving away from an assessment system designed 
to evaluate all schools across the English education system through levels of attainment. From 
2015 assessment will be tailored to the school’s own curriculum, and the particular needs of 
each pupil. 
 
We want pupils to understand why something works, not just to learn how to follow a 
procedure in order to get a result. We want pupils to develop a broad range of knowledge and 
a deep understanding of ideas and concepts. 
 
Pupils will receive personalised feedback, based on the work they produce and how far this 
exemplifies the depth of their learning. Teachers will support pupils to identify where they 
need to focus their efforts, to further develop their understanding. Encouraging independent 
learning, and confidence in applying knowledge to articulate ideas. Teaching will increasingly 
focus not on getting the right answer, but on understanding why the answer is right, and how 
pupils can apply what they have learned to unfamiliar contexts.  
－ 24 － 
Throughout the ten years that The Learning Trust was responsible for education in Hackney, 
and subsequently, we have worked hard to prove that a pupil’s financial circumstances, 
whether they come from a poor family, should not pre-determine their attainment at school. 
That has been a key part of our moral purpose: 
 
To ensure that every young person in Hackney can maximise the lifelong opportunities they have in 
front of them, by raising achievement and aspiration so that every child can experience success and 
is able to make the best possible start in life, regardless of where they live, where they go to school, or 
their family background. 
 
I would argue that effective school improvement, whether it is in an individual school or across 
a school system, requires the following: 
 
(i) Moral purpose; 
(ii) High quality teachers focusing on consistently high pupil achievement; 
(iii) An effective mediating layer between schools and government, and 
(iv) An inspection framework that encourages improvement. 
Today, I want to talk to you about how Hackney has weaved these strands into a coherent 
approach to improving the local school system. How, as a local authority, we have worked to 
ensure each and every child succeeds, irrespective of their financial, social or cultural 
circumstances. 
 
Let me begin by setting out what I believe to be the moral purpose for education in an 
inner-London borough like Hackney. 
 
1 Moral purpose 
 
 A local authority (LA) like Hackney is the guardian of its residents’ ambition for their 
children.  
The philosopher RH Tawney once described the fundamental principle of education policy: 
“What a wise parent would wish for their children, so the state must wish for all its children”.  
 
In a Borough like Hackney, where the rate of child poverty is 41% (the second highest level of 
poverty in the UK after Tower Hamlets)7 our moral purpose takes on an even greater 
importance: to ensure that deprivation, family breakdown and poor housing do not become 
barriers to attainment; that poverty does not become an excuse for low expectations and low 
achievement. 
                                                            
7 ‘Hackney Child Poverty and Family Wellbeing Plan, 2015-2018’, London Borough of Hackney. In 
Hackney the rate of child poverty of 41% takes account of disposable income after housing costs have been 
deducted. In the London Borough of Tower Hamlets 49% of children are living in poverty.   
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For these reasons, developing and extending the moral purpose to the school system as a 
whole was one of The Learning Trust’s most important undertakings. We have demonstrated 
in Hackney that material poverty should not manifest itself in a corresponding poverty of 
ambition for our children and young people. 
 
The starting point for raising attainment and improving schools has to be a clear expectation 
of what schools are expected to do and what pupils are expected to achieve. 
 
1. All schools should be at least good, and making progress towards being excellent; 
2. All teachers should aspire to perform at the levels achieved by the best in their profession; 
3. All pupils should be achieving at or beyond their identified potential; 
4. Parents should have access to a range of good schools for their children, and to be 
confident that, even if their first preference is not possible, the place their child takes up in 
any school is a good one; and 
 
We should have high expectations and great ambitions for every pupil. We cannot afford not 
to. 
 
The great majority of teachers are drawn to the profession by a strong sense of moral purpose 
and this must underpin much of what they do in the classroom. Let me turn now to what I 
believe is the second requirement for successful school improvement - the importance of high 
quality teaching. 
 
2 High quality teachers and standards of teaching 
 
If you were to ask me to explain in one word what is the key to school improvement I would 
answer, unhesitatingly: Teaching.  A great teacher can unlock a child’s imagination and 
release the full magnificence of their potential; a poor teacher can set a child back, diminishing 
their enthusiasm for learning and stifling their talent. Research undertaken by Andy 
Hargreaves, Michael Fullen and other eminent educational thinkers has demonstrated that 
the difference between good and poor teachers can amount to two years of student 
achievement. In other words, the impact of poor teaching can be disastrous, particularly if 
pupils are subjected to poor teaching over two or three consecutive years. 
 
What united us in The Learning Trust was our moral purpose - the belief that children’s lives 
can be transformed by education. We wanted to make sure that every moment Hackney’s 
children spent in the classroom was precious. High quality teaching and learning can shape 
futures, often in profound ways, because learning – the acquisition of intellectual capital and 
the unlocking of creativity – empowers people to shape their own lives, define their ambitions 
and realise their potential. 
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Many teachers would say that they went into education “to make a difference”. That, in its 
most straightforward form, is the moral purpose of education: to make a positive difference to 
the lives of children and young people. 
 
In Hackney we asked teachers to think beyond that, to ask themselves what their personal 
contribution is to making the difference. We encouraged teachers to become part of the 
change they wanted to see, to become confident, informed leaders, equipped with the skills to 
meet the challenges of the twenty-first century. 
 
In doing so, we asked them to see themselves as playing a leading role in a much bigger 
production, to think about education beyond their classroom, or the gates of their own school 
to the wider community. We supported headteachers to move beyond their comfort zones, and 
challenged their established patterns of thinking, asking them to embrace new approaches to 
tackling pupil under achievement. 
 
2.1 Teacher Recruitment 
In England there were more than 1.3 million people working in state funded schools in 2013. 
Of these 451,000 were full time qualified teachers.  
 
We have one of the most diversified teacher recruitment process amongst OECD nations and 
have developed more points of entry into teaching than most comparable systems in an effort 
to maximise recruitment.  
 
By 2006, as McKinsey’s found, there were 32 different ways to enter the teaching profession in 
England. 8   The expectations of the skills, knowledge, and behaviours teachers should 
demonstrate by the time they had completed their training was the same for each route.  
 
20% of new teachers entered the profession through employment-based routes, and 
In 2013, 96% of teachers held at least a degree-level qualification. 
 
Of the 33,100 trainee teachers who enrolled in 2013/14, nearly three-quarters (74%) had at 
least a 2:1 degree; 16% of trainees had a first-class honours degree.  
 
We have developed the Teaching Schools model, where outstanding schools work with others 
to provide high-quality training and development for new and experienced school staff. There 
are now 549 teaching schools in England. In Hackney we have, adapted the national 
programme to meet out local needs. In doing so, we have given schools a central role in 
raising standards by developing a self-improving and sustainable school-led system. We have 
                                                            
8 See, for example, ‘How the world’s best-performing school systems come out on top’, OECD, September 
2007 which reports the results of research carried out by McKinsey & Company into the world’s top 
performing education systems. 
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three teaching school alliances, partnerships of primary and secondary schools, working with 
universities to offer a range of continuing professional development and school-based 
training. 
 
I would argue that one of the characteristics of a high-performing school system is its removal 
of obstacles that prevent entry into the teaching profession. Creating alternative pathways to 
attract experienced and talented teachers requires innovation. England has also been 
innovative in using marketing and recruitment techniques taken from businesses to increase 
the supply of quality applicants.  
 
A recruitment programme called Teach First has been notably successful as a business model 
based on internships. Its aim is clear - to address educational disadvantage in England and 
Wales – and it has provided a route into teaching for many of the most successful graduates, 
who have brought their talent and creativity to schools in areas of high deprivation. 
 
I would also argue that teaching is a vocation and increasing salaries has only a limited impact 
on recruiting and retaining teachers. The average salary for a full-time qualified teacher in 
England was £38,100 in 2013 – the equivalent, I believe, of 7,416,109.68 Japanese Yen. 
 
Most men and women who become teachers do so for a range of reasons, the foremost is the 
desire to help a new generation succeed in a world in which skills and knowledge are crucial to 
success. Very few people become teachers for the money! 
 
But it is also true that a good starting salary attracts talented individuals to the profession. 
England is similar to Finland, Australia, New Zealand and the Netherlands in offering good 
starting salaries as a means to attract talent. More important in my view is the support a 
teacher receives for their ongoing professional development. 
 
2.2 Raising the status of teaching 
The ability of a school system to attract the talented people to become teachers is closely linked 
to the status of the profession. In the United Kingdom the under investment in public services 
throughout the 1980s had a detrimental effect on the teaching profession. “Those who can do, 
those who can’t teach”, a satirical saying which George Bernard Shaw coined in Man and 
Superman was repeated as a withering assessment of the profession. 
 
It is clear that once teaching is regarded as a high-status profession, more talented people are 
likely to want to become teachers. Where the profession has a low status, it attracts 
less-talented applicants, pushing the status of the profession down further.  
 
The Training and Development Agency for Schools (TDA) in England promoted teaching 
using strong marketing materials, and specially designed programmes to appeal to specific 
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interests – for example mathematics, science and technology. 
 
The TDA implemented a very carefully crafted marketing strategy, linked to recruitment 
programmes, which have sought to raise the status of the profession. This strategy deployed 
the best business practices, and the marketing was backed by tangible improvements to 
starting conditions, particularly increased salaries. The TDA also focused on funding only the 
most effective university providers of teacher training. Many schools of education lost much or 
all of their funding if they failed to meet new, higher standards.  
 
Again, Teach First demonstrates how a successful recruitment programme can attract the “best” 
graduates into teaching by emphasising the nobility of the profession and inspiring a sense of 
duty to teach. In this way teaching has become an attractive career option amongst high 
achieving graduates, where previously it was perceived as having low status 
 
In Finland the status of teaching as a profession was raised by the requirement that all teachers 
possessed a master’s degree. In Singapore all teachers were given 100 hours fully-paid 
professional development training each year. Both of these were adapted by The Learning 
Trust when we established a continuing professional development offer, at Masters level, for 
teaching staff.  
 
For over a decade in England, teachers’ professionalism has been developing. This is 
particularly so in the case of headteachers, whose role has become increasing multifaceted. We 
introduced a National Professional Qualification for Headship (NPQH). Another programme, 
the National Leaders in Education, has enabled educational leaders in communities and 
regions can work with, and support, underperforming schools. At the same time, however, the 
number of headteachers is diminishing - through retirement – which poses additional 
challenges to ensure that the schools’ leadership is sound. 
 
In Hackney we have sought to make a virtue out of the problem of there being insufficient 
numbers of headteachers, by developing, within the Federated Schools model, the role of 
Head of School and Executive Headteacher/Principal. The headteacher of a successful school, 
with a first class record, can now serve as the principal of several schools, providing strategic 
leadership, advice and support to raise attainment and improve the quality of teaching. At the 
same time, promising deputy headteachers, or heads of curriculum departments, can be given 
the opportunity to expand their experience and develop professionally as heads of school, 
managing the day-to-day operations, and receiving mentoring from the executive principal. 
David Hargreaves has described this as “distributed system leadership”.9  
 
                                                            
9 A self-improving school system in international context, David H Hargreaves, National College for School 
Leadership,2012. 
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2.3 Improving schools and raising the quality of leadership 
In the years between 1990, when Hackney became a local education authority, after the Inner 
London Education Authority (ILEA) was abolished, to 2002, when The Learning Trust took 
responsibility for education services in the Borough, interventions to improve school 
performance were, generally, ineffective. 
 
In the early years of The Learning Trust (between 2002 and 2007), we were obliged to 
exercise a tight, even centralising, control over Hackney’s schools and their performance. At 
that time, a significant number of our schools were under performing. A measure of 
intervention was, therefore, required to ensure teaching and learning was adequate, and that 
pupils were not being disadvantaged by poor quality teaching.   
 
In the second half of our ten-year contract (2007-2012) The Learning Trust was able to reduce 
the scale of intervention. Hackney’s schools were substantially improved, the quality of 
teaching was significantly better in many schools, and pupil achievement had increased as a 
result. Our role changed to encouraging schools to share best practice, and adding value 
through innovations in the services we provided to support schools.  
 
As I have noted, the great majority of teachers are drawn to the profession by a strong sense of 
moral purpose and this must underpin much of what they do in the classroom. Reforming the 
structure of an education system is not enough if you fail to persuade teachers to think in 
different ways about teaching. This is where the moral dimension of education plays such a 
powerful role. Lee Shulman has observed that teachers understand that there is “a moral 
dimension that comprises a set of beliefs about professional attitudes, values, and dispositions.”  
 
In Hackney, we created a system where teachers and school leaders were encouraged to work 
together and with The Learning Trust to embed routines that nurtured improved quality of 
teaching, rising pupil performance and excellent leadership across the system. This is what 
Michael Fullan meant when he coined the term “collaborative or collective capacity”, as the 
means by which schools, local authorities and national systems get better together. 
 
We encouraged headteachers to take an increasing leadership role in promoting excellence in 
teaching, and supported teachers to mentor their peers. Providing the highest quality 
continuing professional development and identifying talent to fast track along career paths, 
while simultaneously making them responsible for sharing their skills throughout the system.  
 
In contrast to many local authorities in England, Hackney recognized that encouraging 
collaborative practices within and between schools decisively shifted the impulse for change 
away from the centre – the local education authority - and to the front line. In other words, the 
schools themselves accepted an increasing share of the responsibility for improving the 
education system. In doing so they made improvement in the quality of teaching and raising 
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pupil attainment self-sustaining. 
 
We have made the government’s policies of decentralisation – which have not always been 
coherent - work to meet the specific needs of Hackney’s community.  
 
We have established a compelling philosophy for what the decentralization of schools means. 
In doing so, we have reshaped the traditional local authority partnership with schools, 
supporting leaders to play a more diverse role across the system, building the capacity of 
future leaders, and re-establishing the community’s confidence in the Borough’s education. 
The changes we have encouraged in the local system have been informed by the moral 
purpose for educational I outlined earlier.  
 
In this system, the role of The Learning Trust, or any local education authority, has 
increasingly become that of the “mediating layer”. This role has sometimes been described as a 
buffer between the government and schools. I prefer to define the role as facilitating 
improvement across schools, ensuring equity and advocating the moral purpose of education. 
One of the challenges every school system faces is when to intervene, and what kind of 
intervention is likely to have the greatest impact in improving a school’s performance.  
 
Let me set out the approach to intervening to support schools that we have developed in 
Hackney. 
 
2.4 Schools Requiring Additional Support 
The Learning Trust developed the Schools Requiring Additional Support process (SRAS) to 
support school improvement. The focus on English and maths, increasing the quality of 
teaching and learning and monitoring pupils’ progress were all of paramount importance in 
raising standards.  The intelligent application of support from government initiatives, 
including National Strategy, London Challenge and the 14-19 Partnership enabled The 
Learning Trust to build upon and expand local good practice. 
 
The approach that the Learning & Standards team refined over the years was based on 
developing the talent of teaching staff in Hackney schools, with a focus on pedagogic skill, 
sound subject knowledge, managerial competence and critical self-review.  
 
The Trust’s 2008 Improving Standards Strategy encouraged schools to make use of their 
increased autonomy. Supporting school-led improvement, through strategic networks for 
headteachers.  Developing school leadership, and improved teaching and learning, was 
central to the improvements in primary and secondary schools over the last four years of the 
Trust’s contract.  
 
The Schools Requiring Additional Support (SRAS) process was designed to analyse school 
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performance, assessing standards of teaching and learning, evaluating a school’s capacity for 
making sustained progress and identifying declining trends. The method by which this is 
achieved is drawing intelligence from across the widest possible range of sources: school 
admissions and attendance, behaviour and exclusions, finance and governor services, health 
and safety, Personnel and ICT, School Improvement Partners and Special Educational Needs, 
safeguarding and research and statistics. 
 
Our approach was not “doing to schools”, but supporting schools to improve. The approach 
required a comprehensive knowledge of our schools, the ability to recognise the early warning 
signals that a school is getting into difficulties and building relationships with schools, based on 
mutual respect and constructive challenge. 
 
Based on the collective judgements across all these service areas, schools are categorised as to 
the level of support they required: 
 
 Core Support – the standard level of support for high performing schools, 
 Enhanced Support – additional support focussing support on identified areas of weakness, 
and 
 Intensive Support - support for those schools likely to be judged as failing by Ofsted. 
 
SRAS became the method by which The Learning Trust evaluated schools’ performance, 
supported them to address identified weakness and challenged them to increase their 
ambition for their pupils. It proved the central means by which we sought to improve the 
quality and range of education provided to Hackney’s children and young people. There 
gradually emerged a trend whereby our SRAS process was found to be more rigorous than 
Ofsted’s inspection findings! Over the period 2002 – 2012 increasing numbers of children and 
young people in Hackney have achieved as well as – and in some cases better than – the best 
elsewhere in England.  
 
So a clear moral purpose sets the direction for an improvement strategy. Increasing the 
number of quality teachers, and building a strong leadership capacity in schools raises 
standards. 
 
The third requirement for successful school improvement is the role local government can 
play, providing an effective mediating layer between schools and central government. 
 
3 An effective mediating layer between schools and government 
 
In England schools – voluntary aided, academies, free-schools, University Technical Colleges 
(UTCs), community and foundation – are autonomous.  
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Despite this autonomy, schools may fail, and for a variety of reasons.  Reasons, it has to be 
said, that many other schools successfully and effectively overcome. The response of LAs, and 
increasingly the DFE, to situations where potential failure is identified is to seek solutions in 
which another school/group of schools take a leading role in improving the identified school.   
 
The SRAS process is a key part of the mediating layer we provide in Hackney. Local 
Authorities have a responsibility for ensuring schools in its community are effective and 
provide a good standard of education for all of their pupils. This has been summed up by a 
recent Education Secretary: “The local authority is the champion for standards for all pupils in 
all schools.” 
 
We have in place – broadly speaking– a school system which is collectively self-improving. But 
what we do not have is a system mediated at the strategic level – what I have called “the area 
wide lens” - which champions a community’s sense of ambition and challenges the school in 
the local system to improve further and faster and ensures equity, cohesion and the prudent 
use of limited resources. 
 
It would be wrong to assume this is the only role of the LA in the education system.  There 
are other critical roles which only one body can play locally.  These include: 
 
 The planning and commissioning of school places;  
 Equity and cohesion in the allocation of school places; 
 Child protection;  
 The assessment of a child’s health, education and care needs;  
 Investment, renewal and regeneration;  
 Training tomorrow’s workforce; and  
 Regulation and accountability. 
 
3.1 Maximising the effectiveness of public spending 
Let me say something about funding. At a time when many nations are continuing to adjust 
their public spending to take account of the Global Financial Crisis, resources must be spent 
sensibly, with a view to achieving the maximum possible impact.  
 
Within the context of a local authority’s mediating layer, I would argue that the following 
principles should inform how public money is spent in order to maximise the effectiveness 
with which it was used:   
 
 Make sure a clear policy is in place, with improving pupil achievement at its heart; avoid 
the potential for the funding to be diverted to address other priorities. 
 In developing a policy to address pupil under achievement, never confuse under 
achievement with low ability. 
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 Target funding where it can have the greatest positive impact. This requires thorough 
analysis of pupil underachievement, and careful use of research-based evidence to 
identify the measures that are most likely to have a significant impact on improving 
attainment. 
 Schools should be providing a good standard of education for all pupils. Any additional 
funding should not be used to plug long-standing gaps or address poor teaching.  
 Ensure there is robust performance management for all staff, with a designated senior 
leader, to oversee how the funding is allocated, and a project group, including class and 
subject teachers, to assess the impact on the outcomes for pupils. Ensure that teaching 
assistants and support staff understand their role in helping pupils to achieve. 
 Regularly evaluate achievement data frequently to monitor the effectiveness of 
interventions, and make adjustments. Data should never just be used retrospectively to 
see if something has worked. 
 Governing bodies and, where appropriate, parents should be involved in the 
decision-making and evaluation process. Careful monitoring and evaluation should be 
used to demonstrate the impact of spending on the outcomes for pupils. 
 
So there is a very clear role for the LA to play in the school improvement agenda.  
 
In Hackney we have developed the mediating layer to encompass the key areas I have 
addressed so far: the moral purpose that should inform the drive to raise standards, investing 
in high quality teaching to achieve consistently high pupil achievement, and supporting 
schools and challenging schools to do better. 
 
Let me now turn to the fourth component for school improvement, an inspection framework 
that encourages sustained long-term improvement. 
 
4 An inspection framework that encourages improvement  
 
In 2013/14, 29% (6,469) of the schools in England were inspected by the Office for standards 
in education (OFSTED). School inspection has been a contentious issue in England. It has 
been seen by many as punitive, overly focused on tick box regulation. Inspection judgements 
have been challenged as being inconsistent and unreliable. Indeed, such was the level of 
concern about Ofsted, that the leadership of the teaching trades unions called for it to be fully 
overhauled or replaced with a new model. 
 
Despite these reservations, there is a consensus that inspection has been a driver for 
improvement. During 2014/15, Ofsted’s evaluation of the overall effectiveness of schools found 
that 84% of primary schools in England were good or outstanding. In the secondary sector the 
figure was 74%. In Hackney, the overall effectiveness of 89% of primary and 93% of secondary 
schools was judged by Ofsted to be good or outstanding.   
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In terms of leadership and management in England’s schools, 13% of primary and 20% of 
secondary schools were judged as having weak leadership in 2014/15.  Over the same period 
in Hackney, 9% of primary and 7% of secondary schools were judged as having weak 
leadership by Ofsted. 
 
In his latest report, Her Majesty’s Chief Inspector (HMCI) Sir Michael Wilshaw (a former 
Headteacher of a school in Hackney, Mossbourne Academy) identified eleven key areas from 
Ofsted inspections where there was a need for greater improvement, I think five of these are 
critically important: 
 
1. Good teachers are in short supply where they are needed most; 
2. Secondary schools are not stretching the most able pupils; 
3. Although children from poor backgrounds are doing better, they are still too far 
behind other pupils; 
4. A continuing negative impact of low level disruptive behaviour in secondary schools; 
5. Without effective challenge, support and intervention many underperforming schools 
do not improve. 
 
HMCI reports that 66% of the schools inspected in 2013/14 that were previously judged as 
requires improvement, got to good or outstanding following a tailored programme of support 
from inspectors. 
The inspection framework has become more ambitious; many local authorities and schools 
have responded to this positively. In my view, one of the reasons for this has been a change in 
Ofsted which saw the removal of about 4000 inspectors from their approved list, and a 
programme of recruiting inspectors who themselves have been serving school leaders or head 
teachers. As a result, over 75% of those who are now inspecting schools are, or have recently 
been, schools leaders themselves. 
 
Nonetheless, there are still genuine issues as to the quality of some inspectors and the 
judgements on some schools. If an inspection system is to contribute to school improvement 
then it must be a genuine accountability framework and not a straitjacket. An accountability 
framework must not become a barrier to collaboration between schools or teachers. 
 
I would argue that, for an inspection body to be credible with schools, and add value to the 
education system inspection system, then it should have the following characteristics: 
 
 Inspection judgements should be fair and objective, based on accurate information and 
clearly defined criteria that takes account of the school’s performance across a range of 
areas; 
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 The inspection team should be experienced and able to provide constructive challenge to 
the judgements in the school’s self-evaluation, undertaking the role of a critical friend; 
 An inspection should identify areas for improvement, as well as recognising areas of 
strength, and provide clear, practical recommendations for how a school can continue to 
improve; and 
 
Nationally there must be a highly regarded framework for and programme of inspection, and 
I contend that this needs to be supported in each LA by a local model of support, challenge 
and intervention equivalent to the SRAS in Hackney. 
 
Conclusion 
 
To be truly successful an education system must be ambitious: to improve outcomes and raise 
standards of learning and attainment for all children and young people, and it must have a 
clear moral purpose. The characteristics of an education system that has at its heart a clear 
moral purpose are: 
 
 Ambition for the all-round development of each child, including academic success, social 
development and strength of character; 
 Aspiration for all of a community’s children by each and every one of the schools, settings 
and colleges in the area; 
 Investment in education should be promoted throughout the wider community, including 
encouraging parental aspiration, children’s and young people’s desire to do well and 
respect for and celebration of achievement within communities; 
 
Removing the obstacles that prevent men and women from becoming teachers, and attracting 
talented people into the profession is crucial to improving schools and raising pupil 
attainment. This requires innovation, creating alternative pathways to attract the best possible 
applicants, and continuing investment in professional development. 
 
We should also recognise the importance of the mediating layer’s contribution in advocating 
for the moral purpose of education, ensuring equity of provision and the distribution of 
resources.  
 
An inspection system that commands the confidence of schools and teachers, and acts as a 
catalyst for improvement, rather than a cause for confrontation is also an important factor in 
helping to improve schools and raise attainment. 
 
We cannot afford to fail.    
 
As Sir Mike Tomlinson and I said to the staff of The Learning Trust when we first took 
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responsibility for education in Hackney on 1 August 2002, “failure is not an option”. Children 
and young people in Hackney had been failed for too long; some had succeeded in spite of the 
education system in Hackney, but far too many had not fulfilled their potential. 
 
Over the ten years of The Learning Trust, from 2002 to 2012, we demonstrated that a clear 
moral purpose can successfully challenge the flawed idea that material poverty should 
impoverish aspiration and ambition. We built a system where increasingly large numbers of 
high quality teachers came to work and used their enthusiasm and creativity to raise pupil 
achievement.  
 
We have shown how a local authority can operate effectively as a mediating layer between 
schools and government, encouraging and supporting schools’ to improve. And in developing 
a robust system of support for local schools, we have shaped the national inspection 
framework’s focus on improvement to meet the specific needs of Hackney. 
 
Opportunity is expanded by high quality education as children and young people learn skills 
that enable them to grasp opportunities, leading to better employment opportunities and the 
gratification that comes from fulfilling their potential. Social justice is strengthened by 
education as it helps to build a society that challenges prejudice, opposes oppression, rejects 
intolerance and overcomes inequality. 
 
That is why it is crucial that we get education right, that we devise robust, well-informed and 
creative approaches to improving schools and raising pupils’ achievement. 
Failure to improve schools can harm a generation. Wasted potential is one of the greatest 
possible personal disappointments, and no nation can afford to squander people’s talents.   
 
If we succeed in school improvement, if we can inspire individual creativity and build an 
educated society that values learning, then we will ensure that future generations flourish.    
 
